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Shaping leisure/tourism places – the role of
holiday home owners: a case study of
Courtown, Co. Wexford, Ireland
ZIENE MOTTIAR and BERNADETTE QUINN
School of Hospitality Management and Tourism, Dublin Institute of Technology, Dublin, Ireland

This article investigates the role played by holiday home owners in shaping leisure/tourism
places. Having reviewed recent trends in the holiday home literature, the paper argues that
the literature has failed to adequately consider how this group of actors can play a role in
developing leisure/tourism places. The research is case study based and reports the
findings of a study undertaken in Courtown, a small seaside resort in the Republic of
Ireland. Specifically, it investigates the role that holiday home owners played in a
controversy that arose with respect to developing tourism accommodation in an area of
woodlands. In this case, a local business alliance proposed and planned to undertake this
development with the stated aim of improving tourism facilities in the area. The main
opposition came from holiday home owners who formed the Save Courtown Woods
Campaign. Research questions posed include what motivated the latter’s involvement?
What sources of power did they draw upon? How did their actions change the local area?
The study found that holiday home owners as an identifiable group of actors must not be
ignored as potentially important players in the shaping of local development paths. They
were committed to protecting the amenity value of the area and achieved their campaign
aims by securing an agreement that no development would occur on 55% of the
woodland area. A key factor underpinning the group’s ability to effectively engage in the
local development process was the degree to which they had kinship and social
connections with the local area. These gave the group an ‘insider-outsider’ status that
enabled them to access decision-making channels. Social status was found to play a
particular role in this respect, facilitating linkages between holiday home owners and the
local business and political elites. Social relationships were formative influences shaping
the actions taken by the holiday home owners and in particular, may have played a part
in limiting their opposition to development in the area.

Introduction
There is growing awareness that the phenomenon of holiday home1 ownership
constitutes an important dimension of many tourism destinations and literature
on the subject has expanded recently. Several researchers have focused on the
economic roles played by holiday home owners and these have been found to be
significant both in regional and national economic contexts (Waters, 1990;
Bourrat, 2000). Others have explored the interface between residential tourism
and migration, interpreting the former as part of the general counter-urbanization
tendencies that have tended to characterize western societies’ recent demographics
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(Williams and Hall, 2000). Elsewhere, there has been something of a resurgence
of interest in analysing the social dimensions of holiday home ownership,
particularly in rural contexts (Gill, 1999; Dasse and Aubert, 2000; Müller, 2001).
Yet, the phenomenon of holiday home ownership offers many unexplored
research possibilities.
This paper’s interest lies in understanding the role that holiday home owners
play in shaping tourism/leisure places. It begins by reviewing recent international
trends in holiday home ownership, demonstrating that as an identifiable group,
holiday home owners now constitute a strong presence in many tourism/leisure
places. This development has many implications for the subsequent evolution of
these places, and most of these remain unexplored. To an extent, this shortcoming
in the literature is related to the difficulties involved in conceptualising the holiday
home owner. Conceptualizations offered thus far in the literature epitomize the
overlaps that exist between tourism and leisure, and problematize attempts to
distinguish between tourists, leisure-seekers and dwellers. However, the construction of leisure spaces is strongly informed by the identity of the actors involved
(Preston-Whyte, 2001) and an important task is to explore whether holiday home
owners as users of a place constitute a particular identity, pursue particular goals
and exert degrees of power which allow them to shape the place in which they
have their holiday home. To illustrate its arguments, the paper draws on a case
study of recent developments in a seaside resort in the Republic of Ireland.
Recent trends in holiday home ownership
Holiday home ownership is not a recent phenomenon (Jaakson, 1986). Its
prevalence within a place is related to levels of economic development and to
the existence of affluent middle class segments within society. Second-home
usage has featured in the domestic holiday patterns of several Western
developed economies for decades. Müller (2001), for instance, notes that
holiday home ownership became a common feature of Nordic society in the
1960s and 1970s. Jaakson (1986), meanwhile, has written about the long
established incidence of second-home ownership in Canada and the historicallyembedded culture that centres on the Canadian ‘cottage’, the term universally
used in Canada to refer to a holiday home. Literature indicating that holiday
home ownership has long characterised tourism patterns elsewhere in North
America, and in Europe also exists. In 1988, for example, Go (1988) estimated
that 35% of Italians owned a holiday home in their own country, the highest
propensity of any European nationals to do so. Equivalent figures given for
France and Switzerland were 16% and 10% respectively.
More recently, holiday-home ownership has become prominent in international
tourism trends. Since the 1980s, holiday-makers from advanced economies have
increasingly sought to purchase properties abroad. Go (1988) stated that 9% of
Swiss, 8% of Belgians and 4% of French people at that time owned holiday homes
abroad. This growing trend can be interpreted in light of the rapid growth of
international retirement migration from northern to southern Europe and from
northern to southern parts of America (Williams and Hall, 2000). The reasons
underpinning this rapid growth are manifold, but they include a vastly increased

Shaping leisure/tourism places

111

familiarity with foreign places and lifestyles. Engagement in international tourism
has played an important role in creating this familiarity. Swarbrooke (1992),
writing in the context of British owners of holiday homes in France, suggested
that holiday homes could be bought with a view to using them as permanent
residences at a later stage. Bourrat (2000) and Williams and Hall (2000) have
made similar arguments. These comments have been supported by some empirical
research. A study undertaken in Whistler, British Columbia, for example, found
that 28% of holiday home owners intended retiring to live in the resort at some
point in the future (Resort Municipality of Whistler, 1995).
The literature that documents holiday home ownership in both North America
and Europe points to similar evolutionary patterns. Gill (1999) suggests that the
traditional North American second-home was an individual lake, mountain or
seaside property that was used for summer holidays. Direction du Tourisme
(2000) supports this historical analysis in a French context, suggesting that prior
to the 1960s, holiday homes tended to be authentic, vernacular dwellings, often
inherited from family members and dispersed largely throughout rural areas.
Between the early-1960s and the mid-1970s the form and spatial structure of
holiday homes in France underwent significant transformations as large-scale,
purpose-built holiday home developments in seaside and mountain resorts
emerged. This evolutionary pattern is not unique. Barke’s (1991) study of holiday
homes in Malaga documented the sustained foreign demand for holiday homes
which has contributed to extensive urbanisation along the coast and to the
construction of purpose-built holiday home developments. The experience is
again mirrored to a large extent in North America, where the purposeful
construction of holiday home properties in recent times has been linked to resort
developments (Gill, 1999).
While there are no formal data collected regarding the number of holiday
homes in Ireland, second-home ownership has characterized the domestic holiday
patterns of the Irish middle classes for several decades. The building of holiday
home ‘bungalows’ for holiday purposes began in earnest in the 1970s, although
the extent of the phenomenon was relatively limited in scale. Initially, holiday
homes would have been individual properties, overwhelmingly located in rural
areas, with frequent locational clusters in coastal areas. More recently, and
particularly since the latter half of the 1990s, spatial patterns have evolved in
tandem with the international tendencies discussed earlier. Since this time, the
stock of holiday home dwellings has increased substantially with the construction
of purpose-built second-home developments. Most of this development has been
concentrated in coastal areas and much of it proceeded under the auspices of a
Pilot Seaside Resort Areas Scheme (SRAS). Introduced by the Irish Government in
1995, this was a tax incentive scheme intended to revitalize outmoded traditional
seaside resorts. Investment under the scheme between 1995–2000 resulted in the
building of 5,300 holiday cottages and apartments in 15 coastal locations. The
houses built under this scheme have been purchased for renting as tourist
accommodation. In addition, more recently, there are signs that Irish people are
increasingly purchasing holiday homes abroad.
There can be little doubt that levels of holiday home ownership have risen
in recent times with high levels of economic growth and that holiday home

112

Z. Mottiar and B. Quinn

holiday-makers are now a notable feature of tourism. Suiter (1999) has
commented that ‘the holiday home is no longer the preserve of the fortunate
few. There’s an increasing amount of cash in the economy and lots of it is
finding its way into the booming holiday home market’.
Identifying who is the holiday home owner?
Much of the early literature on holiday homes concentrated on defining and
conceptualizing the holiday home owner. Since the early 1970s, the literature has
been preoccupied with asking ‘who are holiday home owners?’ Are they tourists
or are they leisure-seekers? Cohen (1974) argued that this group did not
constitute bona fide tourists because of the high degree of recurrence associated
with their behaviour. His preferred term was ‘marginal tourists’. Subsequent
researchers have produced convincing arguments disputing Cohen’s interpretation, contending that second-home owners cannot be rejected as non-tourists
(Coppock, 1977; Jaakson, 1986; Girard and Gartner, 1993).
Much work has been conducted on the factors that motivate tourists to travel
to particular destinations and these can be categorized into push factors which
encourage the tourist to leave home, and pull factors which attract them to a
particular destination. Their choice of where to go will be affected by factors such
as levels of disposable income, position in the lifecycle and technological
advancement (Burns and Holden, 1995, p. 42). In short, tourists travel for reasons
including spirituality, social status, escape, and cultural enrichment’ (Goeldner et
al., 2000). Chaplin (1999) has conducted important work on motivation in
holiday home ownership. She studied British people who purchased holiday
homes in France and found that the main motivation for the purchase was escape,
which is common with ‘regular’ tourists.
Historically, the practice of holidaying in holiday homes was limited to
people of means. As Go (1988, p. 20) notes, ‘holiday homes in Europe –
especially those acquired for holiday and/or leisure purposes – have traditionally
been the preserve of a small elite’. In the North American context, Jaakson
(1986, p. 386) found ‘holiday home owners [to be] visibly distinct from the
local population, and different in class, status, values, behaviour and attitudes’.
Shucksmith (1983) supported this contention, further noting that this group is
distinguished by above average income and higher educational background.
However, as Go (1988, p. 20) has remarked ‘things are changing’. Rising
affluence throughout the Western world is resulting in holiday home ownership
becoming more common and in 1999, Chaplin commented that ‘the owners of
second homes are by no means exclusively from the professional and managerial classes’. None the less, holiday home ownership remains associated with
particular levels of disposable income, and the extent to which it has been
transformed from a minority to a more widespread practice requires further
empirical investigation.
Insights into the identity of holiday home owners can be further enhanced by
reference to the literature which has developed on tourist typologies. The earliest
of these theorists is Plog (1973) who attempted to define personality traits in
respect of different groups of tourist. At one end of the continuum are
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psychocentric tourists who dislike destinations that offer unfamiliarity and
insecurity while at the other are the allocentric tourists who are explorers and
adventurers and are likely to choose remote areas which have limited, if any,
tourism. Other theorists such as Smith (1989) and Cohen (1974) present similar
continuums. It is clear that holiday home owners are more like psychocentric
tourists. The middle aged – elderly profiles associated with holiday home owners
in Shucksmith’s (1983, p. 175) and Bachimon et al.’s (2000, p. 29) research
supports this assertion. However it is interesting to note that Chaplin’s work
states that in her sample ‘almost without exception, they express abhorence of
mass tourist practices’. Thus although they may have some of the characteristics
of psychocentric tourists they are unlikely to classify themselves as such,
preferring instead to view themselves as leisure-seekers.
The issue of holiday home owners’ identity offers scope for investigating Lash
and Urry’s (1994) claim that leisure and tourism are becoming increasing dedifferentiated in post-modern society. Crouch’s (1999) argument that the
practices associated with tourism and leisure have more commonalities than
differences can be easily elaborated in the context of holiday home owning
practices. The recreational facilities in an area used by the residents, for
example, are often the attraction for tourists, and similarly for holiday home
owners they may influence their selection of where to purchase. These are an
example of the pull factors used to explain tourists’, and indeed holiday home
owners’, motivations. As Williams and Hall (2000, p. 19) have argued, the
phenomenon is driven by a desire ‘to satisfy life-style choices often related to
recreation and leisure amenity values’.
Thus, holiday home owners are similar to tourists in terms of motivation and
activities, and they can be loosely classified in tourism typologies. However,
there are important distinctions in terms of their relationship with the area. A
number of researchers have identified holiday home owners as having ancestral/
familial connections with the area in which their holiday home is located
(Nordin, 1993; Dasse and Aubert, 2000; Müller, 2001) and these can create
particular bonds with the place in question. More generally, unlike tourists who
are likely only to visit an area once a year, holiday home owners have a deeper
knowledge and a closer involvement with the locality. Kohn (1997) found that
of a number of visitor categories identified on a Scottish island, it was ‘summerhome people’ who were most involved in the community. She found that they
interacted socially with residents and took part in local events and activities.
The idea that holiday home owners have a vested interest in an area that is
usually limited to residents is very evident in the discussion on Courtown. Here
attention turns to the role that many holiday home owners were found to play
in opposing developments in their holiday home area. In addition, researchers
have recently begun to interpret holiday home ownership as ‘a modern
expression of the need to have an authentic, rooted identity somewhere’ and as
‘an escape from modernity and towards a sense of place, rootedness, identity
and authenticity’ (Williams and Kaltenborn, 1999, p. 227). Many authors refer
to the fact that holiday home owners may actually feel ‘more at home’ in their
holiday homes, than they do in their so-called primary residence (Chaplin,
1999; Kaltenborn, 1998; Bachimon et al., 2000).
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Exploring power relationships between holiday home owners and residents
However, an important question that the literature has not fully addressed to date is
whether, in the process of developing these new place-based identities/attachments,
holiday home owners become sufficiently empowered to influence the development
of these places. As Hall (1994, p. 167) reminds us, tourism development is often
accompanied by conflict in decision-making, particularly in relation to the social
and physical impacts of tourism. If, as was argued earlier, holiday home owners are
forming an increasingly significant presence in tourist areas then they too form part
of the local public whose lives are being impacted by tourism development. While
some existing research suggests that holiday home owners are unlikely to involve
themselves politically or socially in local affairs (Gill, 1999; Dasse and Aubert,
2000), others disagree. A number of North American researchers, for example,
have noted the ability of holiday home owners to organize themselves as an
identifiable group to actively oppose tourism developments. Gartner (1986), in a
study undertaken in Michigan, found that it was the area’s holiday home owners
that were most opposed to local development plans. Girard and Gartner (1993)
similarly found seasonal home owners to be more opposed to shoreline
development than permanent residents. Meanwhile in a Canadian context, Jaakson
(1986) found that many lakes had a formally organized ‘lake’ or ‘cottager’
association of holiday home owners to lobby to protect their interests. These
findings suggest not only that holiday home owners have a vested interest in the
area in which they own their holiday home, but that they can become actively
involved in shaping the development of places in ways that might conflict with the
interests of local resident and business communities.
While local residents value their home places for a wide variety of reasons,
existing research has consistently found that holiday home owners value these
places particularly for recreation/leisure amenity reasons. Bell (1976, p. 228), for
example, argues that ‘individuals locate their holiday home at a destination which
maximizes their utility function for the recreation experience’. Gartner (1986, p.
45) supports this, contending that purchasing decisions are often based on
recreation potential, while Coppock (1977) implicitly supports it, in emphasizing
the recreational behaviour that distinguishes holiday home owners from
permanent residents within an area. Thus, it seems that the strong desire to
protect the recreational possibilities afforded by the area’s environmental
resources (open space, ‘undeveloped’ status, natural amenities, etc.) underpins
holiday home owners’ motivation to become politically active. Holiday home
owners act to safeguard the potential offered by their holiday home area to meet
their quality of life objectives. One potential outcome is that holiday home owners
may be likely to oppose developments that seek to further exploit the tourism
potential of an area. This, as Jackson (1986) argues, may bring them into direct
conflict with resident groups for whom an expanding tourism industry represents
more employment and more business opportunities.
Existing understanding of how holiday home owners acquire the ability to
become politically active is very limited. What resources do they mobilise? How
do they organise themselves in such a way that enables them to take a stand on
local issues and are they inter-related with or inter-dependent upon other groups
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of actors (including residents, the local business community and conventional
tourists)? These are questions that have remained un-addressed in the literature
thus far. Generally speaking, the shape and form of local development tends to be
determined by private entrepreneurs making market-driven decisions (Douglas,
1989, cited in Reed, 1997). These entrepreneurs typically predominate among
local elites and among such key groups as chambers of commerce, business
associations, local development boards and local and regional governing
authorities. Thus, power tends to reside both at the level of individual agency, in
the guise of strong-minded, determined leaders and at the institutional level, in the
shape of organisations like those cited above. The local development paths
promoted by these local elites frequently pass unchallenged, but as Reed (1997, p.
571) has noted, conflicts may arise when new residents and entrepreneurs enter a
community and challenge existing policies.
The North American research cited earlier suggests that holiday home owners
represent a potential challenge to the status quo of local development paths. In
identifying this group as distinctive in terms of above average income levels,
educational achievements and advanced age, it also gives some initial indication
of the resources that enable this group to become a serious actor in local
development arenas. The remainder of this paper reports the findings of a case
study that sought to investigate the role which holiday home owners had in
shaping the places in which they spend their leisure/holiday time and how and
why they became sufficiently empowered to engage in such activity.
Methods
This paper explores the role played by holiday home owners in recent
developments in Courtown, Co. Wexford. This is a small seaside resort located
some 100 kilometres south of Dublin. The resort was chosen as a case study
because it has a long-standing history as a holiday home area for Irish, and
predominantly for Dublin people, which dates back to at least the 1970s
(Kinsella, 2001). In addition, while Courtown has been associated with tourism
activity since 1863 (North Wexford Tourist Guide, 1999), the late 1990s
witnessed a particularly active period of development following its designation
under the Seaside Resort Areas Scheme introduced by the Irish government in
1995. Developments associated with this scheme created controversy in the local
area and it is in this context that the role of holiday home owners became
particularly visible.
Specific research questions posed include: what role did the holiday home
owners have in the recent development of Courtown as a leisure/tourism place?
What motivated them to become actively involved in the development process?
How were the power dynamics of the holiday home owners, as a group, and as
a group distinctive from the local community played out? How did the role of
holiday home owners alter this leisure and tourism place?
This research forms the second stage of our research in the area. Previous work
has analysed the economic and social impacts of the SRAS on Courtown and was
based upon the collection of quantitative data from both the local community and
local businesses (Mottiar and Quinn, 2001). This current work seeks to gain an
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insight as to the process by which the SRAS, and thus Courtown, has been
effected by the actions of holiday home owners in the area. The research was
conducted during 2000, about a year after the majority of the building under the
scheme had been completed and the associated controversy had died down. It
began with archival research of local press coverage of the controversy. Following
this, in-depth interviews with a number of people who had been involved in the
process in a variety of different ways were carried out. The individuals
interviewed fell into two categories: key informants representing community-wide
institutions and interest groups which had been involved in the development
process; and holiday home owners who had been both active and inactive in the
opposition campaign and members of the oppositional group, the Save Courtown
Woods Campaign (SCWC). The former group were five in number. They included
two of the main businessmen who led the initial development campaign for the
development and who established the Gorey and Courtown Development
Company which planned and managed the woodland housing project, and the
Splashworld project which was to follow. As discussed below, the local county
council was to play a significant role and a leading politician, active in both the
local and national arenas (as a member of parliament) was also interviewed. From
a tourism perspective the Chairman of North Wexford Tourism was extensively
consulted for his views and for documentation relating to the matter. Finally, the
Chairman of the Courtown Community Council, which represents local residents
was interviewed. The second group of interviewees largely comprised holiday
home owners. While attempts were made to contact all six key activists involved
in the opposition campaign it was possible to speak with only three of them. In
addition, because it was apparent that not all holiday home owners had been
involved in this campaign a couple who had played no part in the process were
also interviewed. These interviews gave insights into what had happened from a
number of different perspectives, thus providing a broad spectrum of opinions
and comment.
A brief review of recent developments in Courtown, Co. Wexford
The development context
Courtown is highly dependent on tourism. It is a traditional seaside resort with a
pier, a sandy beach, a variety of pubs and restaurants, amusements, sports
facilities and an adventure centre. Historically, it has been particularly popular for
people from Dublin and it has a strong history of families returning to the village
year after year. Courtown has a year round population of 354 people (CSO, 1998)
but in the summertime it is estimated that 3–4,000 tourists stay in the resort
(Webb, 2000).
The events which provide the context for this study date back to 1990 when
Coillte, the state forestry board, put 60 acres of woodlands up for sale in
Courtown. Local business activists recognized this as an opportunity to enhance
the amenity facilities in the village and formed The Courtown Development
Association (CDA) to raise money to purchase the woods. Some 80 local
businesses and organizations (from Courtown and the neighbouring town of
Gorey) joined the CDA. The Association subsequently raised the necessary funds,
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and with matching funding from the local authority, Wexford County Council,
purchased the woodlands. The intention at this stage was to develop the
woodlands as an amenity for the area. However, over time, the CDA came to hold
the view that ‘Courtown, as a seaside resort, was not only stagnating, but was in
effect going backwards’ (O’Gorman, 2000) as competing South-Eastern resorts
like Tramore developed their amenities. It believed that the only way to ensure the
growth and development of Courtown as a tourist destination was to develop an
indoor water based attraction. This would attract more tourists into Courtown
and also keep them there when the weather was bad.
Meanwhile, in October 1995, the Irish government launched the Seaside Resort
Areas Scheme to encourage private investment in seaside resorts. Attractive tax
incentives were offered for the development of tourist accommodation and
facilities under the scheme. Following considerable lobbying by the CDA, local
tourism organizations, county councillors and local political representatives,
Courtown was awarded designation. This meant that developing land for
commercial purposes was now an extremely attractive proposition, and the CDA
saw the possibility of constructing a housing development in the recently
purchased woodlands with a view to raising funds to develop an indoor water
attraction. They established a company called the Gorey and Courtown
Development Company (GCDC) to plan and manage this woodlands housing
project.
This woodlands project was but one of many to proceed under the scheme.
Most of the development undertaken was in the form of houses. Some 1,000
houses were built between 1996 and 2000. This had the effect of increasing the
area’s housing stock four-fold, which in turn put immense pressure on local
services. Overall, the consequences of inclusion in the SRAS were immense.
Courtown has been changed as a place in which to live, work and holiday, while
the physical landscape has been irrevocably changed. The economic effects have
been primarily positive and while the majority of residents believe that Courtown
has changed, they are equally divided as to whether this is a positive or negative
transformation (Mottiar and Quinn, 2001). Despite the extent of developments
undertaken under the SRAS, it was the one housing development in the
woodlands that became the focus of local controversy and objection. The
dynamics that unfolded over the course of this controversy provide an
opportunity to investigate the roles played by different local actors, and in
particular, to identify the part played by holiday home owners in the process.
The opposition campaign
In April 1996 an application for planning permission to develop 38 cottages in the
woodlands was submitted by a group of local business interests in the form of the
GCDC. It had the full support of Wexford County Council. In fact, in order to
allow the development proceed, the Council published planning notices announcing that it proposed to contravene its own county development plan which
expressly stated that the woods were not to be built on (The Gorey Guardian, 10
April 1996). However, within 7 days of the planning application being submitted,
numerous objections had been lodged. The public face of the objectors was the
‘Save the Courtown Woods Campaign’ (SCWC), an informally constituted group
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that included both holiday home owners and local residents. Its main objections
were founded on environmental and public amenity grounds (McCarthy, 2001).
It argued that the proposed housing development was an inappropriate use of the
woodands that would be environmentally undesirable and would result in the loss
of a greatly valued amenity that had been available to the public since 1907 (The
Gorey Guardian, 29 May 1996).
It was a holiday home owner who came to be seen as ‘the voice of the
objectors’. A Dublin resident for more than 30 years, this activist was a native of
Courtown who could trace her Courtown ‘roots’ back several generations and
whose family historically formed part of the local elite. An opposition campaign
gradually crystallized around her, emerging in the shape of the ‘Save the
Courtown Woods Campaign’ (SCWC). In total, of the six key activists driving the
SCWC, three were holiday home owners. Alongside the leading figure already
mentioned, there were two other Dublin-based professionals. One of these has a
national profile as a wealthy and successful businesswoman. The other comes
from a family which has owned a holiday home in Courtown since 1932, and
which has played an active role in developing social and recreational activities in
the village for decades (O’Connor, 2001). A fourth activist was a former holiday
home owner who had since retired to live in the area. A further two were members
of the local elite, one a businessman, the other a professional. In addition, two of
these were members of An Taisce, the national voluntary organization dedicated
to safeguarding the nation’s heritage.
The campaign was entirely self-reliant in terms of resources. It sought wider
public support through local newspapers (The Gorey Guardian, 3 March 1994)
and by seeking signatures to a petition in the woodlands on two Sunday afternoons.
Somewhere in the region of 1500 signatories were collected, but very little financial
support from the public was forthcoming. This did not deter the activists who made
significant inroads into their own personal finances to fund the campaign
encouraging opposition to the proposed development (Kinsella, 2001). Their
activities prevailed and in June 1996, in spite of its earlier support, Wexford County
Council failed to approve the development plan by one vote. By now, the SCWC
had adopted a pragmatic approach. It agreed to withdraw its objections if the
application for planning permission took account of a number of issues. All of the
proposed conditions related to environmental matters and included inter alia an
agreement that 55% of the woods would never be built on, that public pathways
would be maintained by the developers, that excavation work would occur no
closer than 10 metres away from oak trees and that the houses’ roof tiles would be
particular colours. The developers agreed to amend their planning application and
submitted a revised version. In the following September, this revised application
was granted approval by Wexford County Council. The SCWC at this point
expressed satisfaction ‘that a sterilization had been put on a greater part of the
woods’ (Kinsella, quoted in The Gorey Guardian, 25 October 1996). The
campaign at this point ceased to be active. It is notable that one member of the
SCWC, a local businessman, remained dissatisfied with the compromise reached
and formed a new group called the Local Residents Group, which continued to
oppose the development.2 However, the housing development (comprising 38
houses) in the woodlands went ahead and the profits made formed the basis of a
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subsequent successful bid to acquire significant EU structural funds for an indoor
water facility. Splashworld opened in Courtown in 2002.
Discussion
Crystallizing identities: the emergence of holiday home owners
The unfolding debacle over the woodlands controversy provided an opportunity
to examine the power dynamics being played out in the seaside resort. A number
of organizations, most notably the Courtown Development Association emerged
as key players driving the development in the first instance. As Reed (2000) has
noted, where institutional supports for tourism are weak, those who conventionally hold power within a place typically emerge as dominant forces, and this is
what happened in Courtown. In 1990, the local business community effectively
linked together to form a very strong and well co-ordinated group. It managed, in
the first instance, to successfully mobilise the support of the local county council
and a variety of individuals and institutional bodies at local, regional and national
levels to ensure designation for Courtown under the SRAS in 1995. Subsequently,
following the sale of the houses, it succeeded in gaining finance for a major tourist
attraction for the area. Thus the initial sale of the woods in 1990 led to the
creation of a formal local business group that is now jointly involved in
developing a tourist product and engaged in other activities such as jointly
marketing their own products.
However, it soon became evident that the stance taken by the business
community was not representative of the community as a whole. Debates about
land-use, conservation and economic development became hubs of conflict,
revealing the heterogeneity of the local community and the presence of several loci
of power. Objections to the development proposals came initially from individuals
acting independently, but pursuing a shared agenda that was broadly environmentalist in nature. These individuals included both local residents and local holiday
home owners. However, it was the latter group who, within a short space of time,
emerged as a dominant force, mobilizing resources and establishing a campaign
that would alter the development paths instigated by the local business elite.
Holiday home owners’ sources of power
As discussed earlier, the literature dealing with the distribution of power between
stakeholders draws attention to how some groups, particularly community
groups, can become marginalised in the process. As (Daher, 2000) noted,
‘marginalized stakeholders are not equipped with the proper tools for resisting
exploitation’. In this case, holiday home owners managed to considerably alter
the development plans promoted by the local business and political elites. Thus,
a key question arises: how did holiday home owners ensure that rather than being
marginalised as a small group of disparate individuals, they were empowered to
fight a process which was initiated locally and strongly supported by members of
the local business elite, local government and national institutions? Possible
explanations in this case seem to stem from a number of factors: the particular
characteristics of the holiday home owners, their connections with the local area
and the nature of their relationships with the local elite.
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North American research, cited earlier, identified holiday home owners as
having a number of distinguishing traits including above average income and
advanced age. Both of these traits translated into resources for the holiday home
owners in the current case. The SCWC, for example, comprised financially secure
individuals. They were sufficiently motivated to use their financial resources to
fund an anti-development campaign by advertising in the local press and by hiring
legal and planning experts to work towards attaining revised planning controls
for the woodlands project. However, while they had the financial means to
become actively involved, a key obstacle the group might have been expected to
face was difficulty in finding ways of connecting with the community. Jamal and
Getz (1999), in an analysis of a community-based round table process established
to address tourism-related conflicts, found that it can be very difficult for people
unconnected to community members to gain entry into community networks.
Similarly, Verbole (2000, p. 488) writing about the rural tourism development
process in Slovenia, found that local social groups such as family clans, networks
and cliques played a very important role in obtaining and controlling access to the
decision-making process. The holiday home activists here had few difficulties
connecting with the local community, precisely because they were not in fact,
outsiders. Several of them had close connections with the local area. In some cases
these connections came from families having owned holiday homes in the area for
lengthy periods of time, sometimes for up to several decades. In others, the
holiday home owners originally came from the area.
The latter case was epitomised by the most vocal, ‘figure-head’ holiday homeowner who had been brought up in the village and whose family had enjoyed a
notable degree of social standing there. She herself says that ‘locally based natives
consider her a native’ (Kinsella, 2000). This local connection functioned as a
tremendous resource for the SCWC adding to their own legitimacy. One holiday
home owner even considered it sufficiently noteworthy to raise the issue
unprompted in an interview, revealing that ‘Anna is the harbourmaster’s
daughter’ (Healy, 2001). Pragmatically, it provided a way of entering into the
community-level discussions and automatically ensured a certain degree of both
respect and attention for the group’s views and actions in the public domain. As
such, it undoubtedly helped the SCWC develop an immediate profile in the area.
Significantly, there was little evidence that permanent residents felt hostility
towards holiday home owners because of the roles they played in opposing
developments. It is likely that the pronounced ‘insider-outsider’ status enjoyed by
the group was significant in minimizing any potential for ill-will that may have
existed. Furthermore, the fact that there was a strong local connection with a
family who had been part of the local elite, greatly enhanced the possibility of the
SCWC communicating with the local business community driving the development proposals, and gaining a hearing from local decision-makers in the guise of
local politicians and county councillors. In fact, several of the holiday home
owner activists circulated in the same social circles as the local business and
political elites.
Thus, the group, through the personal situations of a number of its members,
had both finance and a unique ‘insider-outsider’ status that enabled it to emerge
as a particularly powerful player within the development arena. Its close
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connections with the area meant that the group had a keen interest in how the
village was being developed. It was deeply commited to the place and believed
itself legitimate in taking action to influence future developments there.
Furthermore, its status was such that it was able to effectively access local
decision-making networks.
Attaching different values to space
As evidenced in the literature, and discussed in section 4, the use of a place and
the attributes most valued can be quite different depending on whether one is a
resident, tourist, business person or holiday home owner. Bell (1976), Gartner
(1986) and Jaakson (1986) emphasize the extent to which holiday home owners’
affinity to place is related to its recreational dimensions. There was a feeling
among some sections of the resident Courtown population that the actions of the
holiday home owners were inspired by a desire to protect their own personal
amenities (Dunbar, 2000). Certainly, four of the six key activists in the SCWC
owned properties that were located on land either in, or overlooking, the
woodlands. Undoubtedly, the scenic and amenity quality of their properties
appeared to be threatened by the proposed developments. When it was put to one
of the activists that there was a view that the SCWC group was motivated by a
desire to protect their own interest she accepted that ‘yes it could be seen like that’
(Kinsella, 2000).
Indeed the decision of some other holiday home owners not to oppose
developments can also be explained in this context. One particular couple have
had a holiday home in the area for 32 years. When interviewed, their main
concerns were with the extent of development outside of the woodlands as a result
of the SRAS. This is reflective of the fact that their house is about a mile from the
woods, in an area where there has been considerable housing development under
the tax incentive scheme. When asked about the development in the woodlands
they said that ‘they were removed from it’ and felt that it ‘wasn’t too bad relative
to the other development in the area’ (Healy, 2001). This implies that, as with
permanent residents, involvement can often be determined by self-interest – the
NIMBY (not in my back yard) syndrome.
However, this charge of self-interest is not incontrovertible. One of the key
activists, a former holiday home owner, now retiree, whose house is located in the
woodlands, strongly refuted the suggestion that he had acted in self-interest
(McCarthy, 2001). He argued his case pointing out that more recently, he has
been active on a committee working for the renewal of the woodlands. This
committee aims to enhance the recreational and amenity utility of the woodlands
for the public at large. Another prominent activist explained her involvement in
terms of her connections with the area. She was concerned that developments in
her native village would be as sustainable as possible and she acted, believing that
‘her views reflected much broader interests’ (Kinsella, 2001).
In any case, the debate was not simply about changing land use from woodland
to residential. Embroiled in the issue was the development of amenities in the
area. In some ways the debate centred on what type of amenities were best: an
extensive area of publicly accessible undeveloped woodlands, or a smaller area of
more developed woodlands (with walkways and seating, etc.) alongside an area
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cleared and transformed into tourist accommodation and a Splashworld. Those
who supported the scheme argued that the development would actually open up
the woodlands, making it more publicly accessible and facilitating the development of a significant tourist attraction. The opposition, meanwhile, believed that
part of a public resource would be privatised and that a once undeveloped and
natural space (affording quietness, closeness to nature and pleasant surroundings)
would become lost to development. This debate thus exemplifies differing
opinions regarding the appropriate use of space and how the stance of holiday
home owners can be understood with reference to the high value they attach to
local recreational facilities and to self-interest in terms of developments affecting
their immediate locality.
It must also be noted, however, that not all holiday home owners are equally
inclined to act when the values they attach to their holiday home place come
under challenge. This study found that the decision of whether or not to become
actively involved seemed to reflect an individuals’ perception of their role in the
local area. For example, one of the people who did not get involved said ‘we
didn’t get involved with that, sure we only go down to Courtown at the weekends’
(Healy, 2001). This is in spite of the fact that this couple use their holiday home
every weekend between Easter and November and that one of them was born in
the neighbouring town of Gorey. Conversely, the holiday home owner most
visible in the campaign called herself a ‘native’ and viewed herself as having every
right to become actively involved in local development issues. Thus, holiday home
owners can have differing views about whether or not they should have a role in
the local development processes ongoing in their holiday home area. It may be
that their sense of identity with the place in question may affect their decision as
to how to act.
Boundaries of activity
It is interesting to note that the anti-development campaign conducted by the
SCWC concentrated only on the woodlands development. The group did not
oppose any of the other extensive development in the local area, much of which
yielded environmentally and socially contentious issues. While the debate over the
construction of some 38 houses in the woodlands raged on, up to 1,000 houses
were being built in housing estates throughout the local area. Why did the holiday
home owners limit their opposition in this way? One explanation is that to oppose
such development would have meant directly challenging many local people’s
opportunities for making money. The SRAS meant that individuals, families and
businesses that had land could sell it or develop it for considerable economic gain.
To oppose development would have meant opposing income for particular
families or individuals. It is notable that two of the holiday home owners
mentioned that they knew and associated socially with several of the business
people driving the development. One of them explicitly stated that she did not
want to stand in the way of local businesses’ prosperity. The extent to which the
woodlands development, and the more extensive SRAS induced housing
developments seem to have been so separated, even in the minds of those active
in the SCWC, is epitomized in the fact that one holiday home owner who was very
active in the SCWC sold land under the SRAS. Twenty seven houses were
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subsequently built here, although it should be noted that the holiday home owner
in question took an active interest in controlling the nature of housing
development that took place on the former landholding (O’Connor, 2001).
There were, however, other reasons as to why the opposition campaign was
limited to the woodlands. As McCarthy (2001) pointed out, it would have been
impossible for a voluntary organisation to have effectively campaigned against the
extensive, County Council approved developments that occurred in Courtown
under the tax incentive scheme. There is also the possibility that because the
village-wide developments did not effect their immediate surroundings, the
campaigners just were not as interested.
While the study’s findings support earlier research (e.g., Gartner, 1986; Girard
and Gartner, 1993) in indicating that holiday home owners will act to protect
their vested interests, they suggest that there may be boundaries in terms of what
holiday home owners feel it is acceptable to oppose in their holiday area. Further
research currently being undertaken by the authors investigates the extent to
which holiday home owners believe they should have an input into how their
holiday area develops.
Conclusions
The findings of the study clearly show that holiday home owners played an
important role in recent development processes in Courtown. They complicated
the development process by creating a powerful and well co-ordinated oppositional force. As such, they significantly thwarted the efforts of local businesses
and the local authority to develop the woodlands in a certain way. Their actions
limited the amount of development that could take place in this area.
Supportive of earlier research, the study found holiday home owner activists to
have a vested interest in the study area. A dominant motivation was to protect the
recreational possibilities afforded by the area’s environmental resources. However, it is possible to point to signs of the NIMBY syndrome, and to suggest that
both the disinclination and the motivation to play an active role in influencing
developments were related at times to self-interest, and to a narrow conceptualization of how this seaside resort should develop. Yet, there was a very
strong sense in which the holiday home owner activists were genuinely committed
to the place in a broader sense. Their interests and concerns were closely aligned
to those of many local residents as evidenced in the fact that the SCWC was a
grouping of both holiday home owners and residents. Furthermore, their actions
were supported by arguments showing that they considered themselves to be
promoting the interests of a wider constituency.
Thus, a key conclusion is that holiday home owners as an identifiable group of
actors must not be ignored as potentially important players in the shaping of
leisure/tourism places. They tend to be distinctive in their socio-economic
attributes, in their particular attachment to the recreational/amenity value of
place and perhaps in their general inclination to question the widely held view
that tourism is a panacea for many economic and social needs in contrasting types
of local environments (Williams and Shaw, 1988). However, an equally key
conclusion is that holiday home owners are a heterogeneous group with a
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chameleon-like quality that makes the task of defining it as a distinctive,
identifiable entity very difficult. Their heterogeneity was revealed in: their
attitudes to developments ongoing in the village, their interest in becoming
actively involved, their sense of identity with their holiday home place and their
relationships with other sectors of the local community. Thus, being a holiday
home owner didn’t necessarily imply being an outsider. Nor did it necessarily
imply opposition to the woodland developments just as being a business owner
didn’t assure support for the GCDC.
This ambiguity or blurring of distinctions between roles was most obvious in
the case of the leading holiday home owner activist. As a long-standing Dublin
resident and a long established visitor to the area, she was an ‘outsider’, yet she
could strongly claim ‘insider’ status through her strong historical links with the
area. As she saw it, ‘locally based natives consider her a native, while newer locals
think of her as a visitor’ (Kinsella, 2001). Other examples involved a long term
holiday home owner who, as a member of the Courtown Development
Association, was committed to developing the local economy, and a former
holiday home owner who had in recent times become a permanent resident and
who was involved in developing public amenities in the Courtown woodlands.
There was also a case where a long-standing holiday home owning family were
divided over their stance on the woodlands development. This family also
benefited significantly from the sale of property under the SRAS scheme,
alongside local residents.
This blurring of distinctions in many cases reduced the division between
insiders and outsiders and to an extent echoes the findings of Kohn (1997) who
also found an overlapping of identities between different types of visitor groups in
a Scottish study. In the Courtown case, it appears to have served to temper the
debate and acted as a source of power for the SCWC. This was particularly
evident in a social context. There was a real sense in which social status played a
role in de-differentiating between insiders and outsiders, facilitating social
networks and linkages between holiday home owners and the local business and
political elites in ways that did not apply to the relationships shared by the local
business elite and other sections of the local community. These social relationships
were formative influences shaping the actions taken by the holiday home owners
in their oppositional campaign. They acted to create what might be termed
‘boundaries of acceptable action’, limiting the extent to which holiday home
owners felt it appropriate to oppose developments that would politically and
financially benefit those who, from one perspective, were the local business and
political elites but from another were friends and social acquaintances. It helps
explains why they came to adopt a compromise stance on the woodlands
development and may partially explain why their campaign was limited to the
woodlands area alone.
From another perspective these findings shed light on the politically contested
nature of tourism decision-making in local development arenas. Earlier research
has found that when institutional supports for tourism are inadequate then
market-led entrepreneurs/local developers can manipulate alternative development perspectives promoted by organizations from within the community and
control development outcomes relatively easily (Morris and Dickinson, 1987;
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Reed, 1997; Daher, 2000). A dominant academic response to this problem has
been to encourage greater community participation to promote broader community control over how and what decisions are made (Murphy, 1985). A difficulty
with this response has been a failure to adequately appreciate the difficulties
inherent in acknowledging the variety of conflicting perspectives and affording
equitable participation in decision-making processes (Hall, 1994). As Brohman
(1995, p. 60) has argued ‘increased local participation may simply transfer
control over development from one elite group to another’. This argument is
unexpectedly supported here. At the outset this study had expected to argue that
holiday home owners were a marginalized, overlooked group in need of greater
acknowledgement. However it concludes by highlighting the elite nature of the
group and the power it had at its disposal to connect with local elites in the case
study site.
Thus, in conclusion, while this study has shed light on the manner in which
holiday home owners can act as a formative force in the construction of tourism/
leisure places it also raises a number of interesting questions which require further
research. Of particular interest is the need to determine how connections with
place, and social connections with local elites function as a factor determining
holiday home owners’ ability to act. Equally interesting is whether holiday home
owners perceive themselves as having a legitimate right to involve themselves in
local developments and whether this, in turn, is related to their sense of identity
with the local area. Finally are there particular environmental, political or
institutional factors that increase the likelihood of holiday home owners
becoming actively involved in shaping tourism/leisure places? These questions can
only be addressed through further comparative research.
Notes
1. In this paper the term holiday home is intended to refer to built properties only
(as distinct from caravans, mobile homes). By holiday home we mean a home
purchased for holiday use either by the owner or the tourists it is rented to –
it does not include second homes (often in towns and cities) rented for year
round use.
2. A majority of this group depended on tourism for a living and believed that the
woodlands, in their natural form, constituted a more sustainable resource for
the tourism industry in Courtown (Gorey Guardian 29 May 1996).
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